A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
Aristocratic government means government by a limited class
—in general, the wealthiest class3 'which class is revered by its
fellow-citizens. Aristocracy is from below. Its strength lies in
the desire of the governed to be governed in this fashion: by
what we now call' a gentry.'
The examples of such states in history are rare, but when
they arise they are most powerful and long-lived. In antiquity
there was Carthage; in the Middle Ages there was Venice. It
is to be remarked in the case of these, as of aristocratic England
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, that they were
commercial and maritime. A maritime commercial state lends
itself naturally to aristocratic government. The commercial
spirit breeds a respect for wealth, and perpetually renews the
governing class by digesting into it new wealth and gradually
excluding from it families which lose their wealth.
At the same time the worship of wealth makes it natural for
the worshippers to obey the wealthy; and not only to obey,
but to revere them. Thus a fixed peasantry and well-divided
property in any form destroys aristocratic government; but the
dispossession of the small owner and the turning of him into
the hired servant of wealth supports and nourishes aristocratic
government. As the commercial character, so the maritime
character of a state supports aristocratic government; for wealth
increases through commerce overseas, which means naval power
to defend trade routes, and the possession of strongholds and
dominions on islands or peninsulas or cut off by desert or
mountain, so that they cannot be attacked from the land.
Aristocracy breeds unity in the state. This was the great
historical surprise of the eighteenth century. Intelligent men
had taken it for granted in the mid-seventeenth that unity could
only be preserved by strong monarchical central government.
That was why men like Strafford had abandoned their class and
supported the King, All the examples of strong united govern-
ment presented to men's eyes in large states had been great
popular monarchies, of which that of Louis XIV in France was
the supreme type. Those rich men who had instinctively con-
spired to despoil kingship—men like the millionaire Hampden
and his cousin Cromwell—could only admit that they would
forgo the advantages of unity and excuse the risks to the nation
by appealing to theory, calling themselves 'the people/ and
pointing out that in abstract morals 'the people* have a right
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